The historical significance of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 by 川島 正樹
The Historical Significance of the Civil Rights Act
of 1964
1
KAWASHIMA Masaki＊
Introduction: Two Aspects of the 1960s in Retrospect
I am Kawashima Masaki (family name, given name), director of the Center
for American Studies. I have been learning and teaching African American
history, especially the Civil Rights Movement, for almost four decades. This year
marks the 50th anniversary of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Gulf of
Tonkin Incident in Vietnam, seemingly totally different affairs. Today my part is
to look at the bright side of the year, concerning the enactment of a law fulfilling
the decision approved by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1954 that brought an end to
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Jim Crow, the legalized system of racial segregation in the Southern part of the U.
S. established after the Civil War. The dark side of the year, the Gulf of Tonkin
Incident in Vietnam, which was the starting point of the Americanization of the
war in Vietnam, is the part of my colleague, Professor Fujimoto. Although
bridging the two talks will be the task of Professor Kuznick, today’s special guest,
I would like to raise one question in advance: Were these two apparently opposite
things truly separate incidents, or two sides of one thing? My hypothesis is the
latter. Then, what was the most decisive historical element that made two
seemingly different things happen simultaneously?
I: What Made Possible the 2nd Reconstruction?
1. World War II’s Impact on the American Dilemma
To begin with, I would like to refer to the historical term the “Second
Reconstruction,” a phrase invented by C. Vann Woodward, late Sterling Professor
of History at Yale University. The term refers to the fact that the decades of the
1950s and 60s were something like a repeat performance of the Reconstruction
following the Civil War just a century before.
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I would like to point out four historical elements that made possible the
Second Reconstruction. The first was WWII, the most disastrous war in human
history, in which the U.S. and the Allied Powers fought against Nazi racism and
Japanese invasive militarism. Experiences from the war deeply affected ex-
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soldiers. Let me talk about the story I heard from the late Robert Wood, born in
St. Louis, Missouri in 1923, who fought in the Battle of the Bulge in Belgium,
France, and Luxembourg in late 1944 and early 1945. He was rescued by
friendly troops, including many Japanese American soldiers. Just prior to that,
Japanese American soldiers had also extricated the Texas Battalion, or so-called
Lost Battalion, which had been surrounded by one of the strongest units of the
Nazi army. The Japanese Americans’ 442nd Battalion lost more soldiers than the
number of the rescued Texans. After this experience, Mr. Wood was determined
to discriminate any more against Japanese Americans and other minorities. He
assumed that the Texan veterans shared the same impression as him. He later
became Secretary of Housing and Urban Development in the Lyndon B. Johnson
Administration. He talked about his own experience with me on April 21, 1996
in my interview with him concerning the Boston school busing incident in the
1970s.
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2. The Cold War and “The Affluent Society”
The second element is the Cold War and the durable post-war economic boom
in the U.S. According to Professor James Patterson of Brown University, affluent
society gave Americans in general “grand expectations.”
4
They felt that there
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were no problems they could not solve. According to Derrick Bell, the first
African American tenured professor of Harvard Law School, there would not
have been Brown v. Board of Education in 1954, followed by the Civil Rights
Revolution in the 1960s, without the Cold War and the rise of the Third World.
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3. Rise of Social Movements
The third element was of course the rise of social movements, especially the
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Civil Rights Movement. My favorite photo taken during this period is one in
which both Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X feature amicably on Capitol
Hill in 1964, in the midst of “the longest debate” over the Civil Rights Act.
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Thanks to bottom-up pressure, the United States of America was able to fulfill the
promise they had made a century before.
4. Assassination of the President, as in the 1st Reconstruction
The last element was the assassination of President Kennedy. As in the case
of the first Reconstruction after the end of the Civil War, the death of the
president stimulated the radicalization of the trend of social reform. However,
unlike Andrew Johnson, Lyndon B. Johnson, who shared the feeling of the
soldiers of the Texas Battalion in WWII, never forgot the fact that it was a
discriminated minority group, in his case the Japanese Americans, who rescued
them.
II: LBJ’s Challenge and Frustration
1. The Voting Rights Act and the War on Poverty
On June 4, 1965, just after the enactment of the Civil Rights Act and in the
midst of the debate over the Voting Rights Act, President Lyndon B. Johnson
made a speech at the commencement at Howard University, a traditionally
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African American university originally established by the federal government in
Washington, D.C. during the first Reconstruction. In that speech, he mentioned
not only the fulfillment of the promise of equal opportunity but also moving
forward toward the realization of “equality as a result,” a phrase as in a socialist
slogan of that age.
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President Johnson had declared the War on Poverty in the
previous year. As indicated in the figure on the slide, the poverty rate, especially
of African Americans, had dramatically dropped since the middle of the 1960s,
though the current racial gap between black and white is still as much as about
three times.
2. Americanization of the Vietnam War and the Domestic Urban Rebellions
Just after the enactment of the Civil Rights Act, the Gulf of Tonkin Incident
occurred and the U.S. government began the Americanization of the war in
Vietnam. The North Bombing was launched the following year. At the same
time, the Johnson Administration suffered from consecutive urban rebellions
conducted mainly by African American inner-city dwellers who had been entitled
to vote one century before. On January 30, 1968, the Tet Offensive suddenly
began in South Vietnam and even the U.S. Embassy in Saigon (so-called at that
time) was temporarily occupied by the Liberation Front. Confronted by both
domestic and foreign irresistible counterattacks, on March 31 President Johnson
expressed his intention not to run in the upcoming presidential election. Just after
that, on April 4, the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated in Memphis,
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Tennessee. Two months later, on June 6, the leading candidate for the next
presidency, Bobby Kennedy, was killed. In the November election, Richard
Nixon, the Republican candidate insisting on “law and order,” won by a very
narrow margin.
3. Affirmative Action and the Compromise with Quotas
Under the Nixon Administration, Affirmative Action of a quota system began.
What we must understand is that this apparently bold policy was a much less
expensive undertaking for the government than the War on Poverty, a
comprehensive redistribution of wealth. On top of that, Nixon intended to shift
public attention on the very controversial issue of racial integration from the field
of education and housing, as in the case of conflict in the Boston busing affairs, to
the field of the economy, particularly to the issue of employment that targeted
organized labor, historically strong supporters of the Democratic Party.
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4. Changing the Purpose from the Remedy of Past Wrongs to Enhancing
Diversity
In the years of Nixon’s presidency, the battlefield moved from the streets to
the courts. Among other groups, white males were growing dissatisfied with
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Affirmative Action and began to complain about “reverse discrimination.” Allan
Bakke, a thirty-three year old white man, had taken entrance exams twice in the
early 1970s to the Medical School of the University of California, Davis campus,
and was unsuccessful both times. Finally, he was determined to make a litigation
against the regents of the University of California for “reverse discrimination.”
His demand was accepted by a slim margin of five to four by the U.S. Supreme
Court. The key person was Justice Powell, who was appointed in 1972 by
Richard Nixon. But, at the same time, Justice Powell agreed that the quota
system was constitutional if it was for the enhancement of diversity, which would
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merit U.S. citizens in general. Since then, Affirmative Action has survived by
changing its purpose from the remedy for past injustices to the preparation of
future U.S. society for more diversity.
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III: The 3rd Reconstruction and Present Situation
1. The End of the Cold War and American Century
At the end of 1991, two tragedies came to an end: one was the Cold War and
the other was Apartheid in South Africa. Some scholars call this phenomenon the
beginning of the Third Reconstruction.
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Contrary to African Americans’
expectations, this new age continuing to the present has not been as bright as the
two preceding ages. It has accompanied the decline of U.S. hegemony especially
of its economy. The key terms that made evident this decline were
deindustrialization, globalization with rising competition, rapid technological
innovations, and so on. The crisis of middle-class society, accompanied by socio-
economic polarization, began in U.S. society in the 1980s and then spread across
the world, including Japan.
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2. The War on Drugs and the Mass Incarceration of the “Underclass”
In the Reagan Administration, the War on Drugs, originally declared by
Nixon, was escalated. In the middle of the 1980s, the punishment for drugs,
especially crack cocaine, the main users of which were African American ghetto
dwellers, was 100 times more severe than that of other crimes, including murder.
The age of mass incarceration had begun. According to Michele Alexander, an
associate professor of law at Ohio State University, North Lawndale on Chicago’s
West Side, the most notorious African American “underclass” neighborhood, is
home to fully seventy percent of men between the ages of eighteen and forty-five
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who are so-called ex-offenders, saddled for life with criminal records. By
contrast, whites ― even poor whites ― have been far less likely to be imprisoned
for drug offenses. Prof. Alexander calls this phenomenon “The New Jim
Crow.”
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3. “Colorblind” Racism and the Rise of the Reparations Movement
Strangely, the advocates for the abolition of Affirmative Action put emphasis
on “color-blindness,” as in the case of the California Initiative 209 in 1996,
which brought an end to Affirmative Action, even in one of the most diverse
states.
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On the Op-Ed page of The New York Times of March 31, 2002, Charles
A. Ogletree, Jr., a professor of Harvard Law School, wrote an article declaring his
intention to make a series of litigations against slavery and its legacy. To be
frank with you, I could not deny a feeling that spread in my mind that this was too
fantastic. But my suspicion was dissolved when I reached the sentence stating his
reasoning. The final purpose of his litigations for reparations aims at “undoing
the damage where that damage has been most severe and where the history of race
in America has left its most telling evidence.” Namely, the final purpose is to give
a helping hand to the “underclass,” the most desperate African American ghetto
dwellers. Unfortunately, Ogletree’s trial is yet to be successful.
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Conclusion: To What Extent Has U.S. Society Changed?
Taking a brief look at the remaining obvious socio-economic disparity
between races, I cannot help concluding that U.S. society is still in the process of
fulfilling the pledge it made fifty years ago. At the end of my short lecture, let me
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answer the question I raised at the outset: What made these two different things
happen simultaneously? My answer is: The most decisive factor was the Cold
War with the rise of the “Third World” in an age of overwhelming economic
power of the U.S. The “victory” over the Soviet Union meant there was no
special need of consideration for internal and external minorities anymore. In the
meantime, the U.S. began to lose its once overwhelming power, both economic
and military, in a more globalized world.
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